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Background
The prairie vole is probably the
primary rodent that reduces no-till crop
plant stands in Kentucky. Becanse the
vole requires a full canopy cover for
protection from predators, established
grass or legume sod fields and field borders (including wheat or rye stubble, setaside and cover crop seedings) provide
an ideal habitat.
The mature prairie vole is reddish
brown to gray in color. It is larger than
a house or field mouse but smaller than a
rat. High field populations can develop
very rapidly. Litters can be produced
about every 21 days. Population changes
from March to planting time in early
May can be dramatic. The actual number
of litters and the litter size that is produced is closely associated with the
amount of food that is available. The
mortality of some litters may be as high
as 80 percent during the first month if
food supply is short and predators are
abundant.

Prairie voles are active feeders day
and night, the year round. They do not
hibernate. Their favorite habitat is the
dry ridge area of a rolling hill field that
has a closed canopy of lush vegetation.
At.such locations, the voles will build a
network of one to two inch wide above
ground runways under the vegetative
canopy. These runways connect to shallowmounded underground colonies (burrows). The average feeding range of a
colony is usually about one-fourth acre.
The favorite food of a prairie vole is
probably high protein succulent legumes
or grasses. Undisturbed established grass
sod in the spring and fall also provide
ideal food and habitat. Feed grains such
ascom, wheat, etc. willbeeatenifpresent.
Damage in no-till com fields usually occurs during the first 21 to 28 days
after planting. The prairie vole will
burrow or dig into the planter slot to eat
the germinating seed and small seedling.
Once the com kernel is decayed, or the
plant reaches 8 to I 0 inches in height, the
feeding damage usually stops.

Do You Have A
Problem?

least 30 days prior to planting no-till com
(mid to late March) is the first step to
prevent losses.
Look for active vole colonies and
runways while scouting. Start scouting
in field areas with good drainage and soil
aeration. Spots of dark green grass usually signify a colony. Urine and feces
deposited close to the burrow opening
usually gives the vegetation a dark green
color. If a colony is found, inspect the
opening to determine if it is active. The
presence of fresh clippings and/or fresh
feces next to a slick, open hole is a sure
sign ofactivity.
If at least five active vole colonies
per acre are identified, damage prevention control measures should be planned.
In more ideal conditions, colony numbers can exceed 30 per acre.

Damage Prevention
Predators (Some help)
Natural predators ofvoles include:
snakes, owls, coyotes, foxes, etc. Relying
on natural predators for control of high
populations of voles has not been found
successful, although they help.

Scouting fields and field borders to
identify the prairie vole population at
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Toxicants (no labeled products)
In the fall of 1989, the U.S. EPA
withdrew the label clearance for the use
of zinc phosphide treated bait on field
com for rodent control. Since this was
the only labeled toxicant for that use,
there are currently no labeled products
available.

Repellents (no label clearance)
Methiocarb (Mesurol) was found
to be ail effective repellent for voles in
field com at the Dixon Springs Agricultural Center. However, the product was
never labeled for that use. Other repellents have been advocated from time to
time. But, at the present there are no
other repellents labeled to control voles
in field com.

Alternative Feeding (very
effective at lower populations)
The first 21to28 days after planting is the most critical time to prevent
vole damage in a no-till com field. An
alternative source of food during this
timecandistractthevolefromtheplanted
com if the alternative food source is:
• As attractive to the vole as the
com seed.
· Applied prior to planting in order
to let the voles become attracted to it
before they find the seed com in the
furrow.
· Applied in a sufficient amount to
feed the vole population for at least 21
days.
· Applied effectively so that there
is an even distribution across the vole
population areas of the field.
Research indicates that com and
wheat spread over the surface are good
sources of alternative feeding:
· Cracked com at 2 to 4 bu/ac is
effective. Higher vole populations would
require the 4 bu/ac rate. The cracked
com reduces volunteer com plants.
· Whole kernel com at 2 bu/ac has
been found as effective as 4 bu/ac of
cracked com but the number ofvolunteer
plants may increase.

· Wheat at the rate of 2 bu/ac was
found almost as effective as the above two
sources.

combined with early preplant herbicide
sprays, no other vole control should be
required.

This method is quite effective in
reducing the damage, but on fields with
very high vole populations, the losses can
still be substantial.
The use ofweedfree com is important. It is not wise to use shelled com
from the bin if noxious weed seeds such
as shattercane and Johnsongrass are
present.

Summary
"Habitat modification" techniques
are the most effective, lowest cost, easiest
to complete, and safest on the environment. Second in all these categories
would be using alternative food sources
such as com or wheat.

Habitat Modification (most
effective method)

be:

Prairie voles live where they have
adequate cover from predators and a sufficient supply of food. Changing the
amount of cover or food that is available
can bean effective way to control the vole
population at a particular location. Habitat modification does not reduce the vole
population. It simply forces it to move.
This type of vole control used in the
spring next to a developing small grain
field or legume seeding could encourage
serious damage to those crops.
Removing the grass or legume cover
as hay just before planting has been successfully used for vole damage control.
Another technique that is probably
the most effective is using early preplant
(EPP) herbicide sprays to kill the vegetative cover about one month before planting no-till com. This process removes
the food supply of the vole for an adequate period to allow migration to another food supply area. This is the most
effective of all the methods investigated
at Dixon Springs.
Low mowing is another "habitat
modification" technique that can be effective. Keeping the field borders clipped
low enough to discourage vole movement into your growing crop may pay big
dividends. Lowmo"ing in the late fall of
the vegetation on the fields that you plan
to plant the nex-t spring is also effective.
This reduces the vole's cover and encourages predators to thin the vole population
during the winter. When this practice is
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The best control prescription may
· Mow fields low in late fall if they
areto be planted next spring.
· Check fields in late March for
active vole colonies to determine the
population potential.
· If more than five active colonies
per acre are found in late March, plan a
control prevention program.
· If no-till early preplant (EPP)
herbicides are to be used, apply them
about 30 days before planting.
· Scout again for active vole colonies about one week before planting. If
few are found, plant when you are ready.
If over five colonies per acre are still
active, plan to apply an alternative food
source (bait).
· Apply the bait mixed with dry
fertilizer (this saves a trip across the
field) within 2 days prior to planting.
Make sure the vegetation is dry when the
bait is spread, so it can fall to the ground
and remember to use weed free bait.
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